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Introduction
The enquiry investigates the different ways in which academics 

use digital technology to deliver undergraduate business programs, 
paying attention to the choice of sites and services. It explores 
the factors that motivate academics to integrate technology into 
teaching, and the barriers that hinder the widespread adoption 
of ICT (information and communication technologies) in the 
classroom. The intention is not to compare the value of tradition 
pedagogy with innovative pedagogy; the focus is on furthering 
our understanding of the factors that facilitate the adoption of ICT 
namely successes, challenges, necessary knowledge and skills to 
operate the technology, implicit changes that are necessary, overall 
benefits to students. Collaboration within higher education is 
standard practice, often driven by the need to raise awareness of 
research activities in the international academic community, and 
also from an educational ethos to impart competences as widely 
as possible. Modern technologies share in and benefit from this 
collaboration both in terms of creating innovative infrastructures 
and through a free exchange of knowledge and experience [1]. A 
certain amount of research has been published on partnerships, 
alliances and networks within higher education, for example 
the work of Tugend on the alliance between the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology and the University of Cambridge in Great 
Britain. The literature on academic collaboration extends to all 
parts of the world including Asia, South America and the United 
States [2]. However, less research has been undertaken in the 
smaller institutions of higher education with fewer resources. Thus 
there is a gap in knowledge as we do not know if the same patterns 
and data are valid for all types of institutions.

Advances in digital technology can extend the reach and 
richness of academic collaboration beyond borders. Hi-tech 
developments offer opportunities to rethink how ICT are provided 
and exploited within research, pedagogy, the internationalisation 
process, and the management of higher education institutions 
[3]. rightly observe, however, that implementing technology into 
any organization requires adjustments that go beyond technical 
aspects; there are often management, financial and cultural barriers 
which need to be overcome in order to prepare students of today for  

 
tomorrow’s world of work. A number of commentators put forward 
that ICT are fundamental for the globalisation of higher education 
and in the internationalisation processes [4-7]. ICT are essential for 
international research collaboration and for the creation of learning 
communities worldwide. In the current competitive market, 
institutions strive to achieve international ranking and visibility in 
the academic community. Technology is crucial for establishing and 
maintaining competitive advantage. For the purpose of this enquiry, 
technology refers to “the physical instrumentation that helps us 
carry out our tasks” [4], in other words any application of human 
knowledge to solve practical problems. The integration and usage 
of technology in higher education is a topical field of research in an 
era of rapid growth in the number of online courses available and 
the introduction of MOOC (Massive Open Online Course). Students 
no longer need to attend lectures in a crowded auditorium; they 
can follow the course online anytime, anywhere and as many 
times as they need. Lectures can be pre-recorded and other course 
content can be posted online. Realistically, however, implementing 
technology into learning is not so straightforward, as this enquiry 
will demonstrate.

Aim
This enquiry investigates the degree to which online technology 

is used to deliver undergraduate business programs, in particular 
the sites and services that faculty choose to integrate into the 
coursework, and those that they chose to avoid using. The aim is 
not to compare methods of technology-led learning with traditional 
teaching - but to explore the factors which influence the adoption 
of technology in teaching, putting the emphasis on five areas: 
successes, challenges, necessary knowledge and skills to operate 
the technology, implicit changes that are necessary, overall benefits 
to students. 

The enquiry thus draws on field research, focusing on 
two queries

a) Which approaches are used for technology-led teaching in 
each institution?

https://www.lupinepublishers.com/index.php
https://lupinepublishers.com/psychology-behavioral-science-journal/
https://dx.doi.org/10.32474/SJPBS.2020.03.000163


Citation: Lichy Jessica. Digital Engagement in Different Cultures: Focus on Learning Communities. Sch J Psychol & Behav Sci. 3(3)-2020. 
SJPBS MS.ID.000163. DOI: 10.32474/SJPBS.2020.03.000163.

                                                                                                                                                          Volume 3 - Issue 3 Copyrights @ Lichy Jessica.Sch J Psychol & Behav Sci

301

b) What factors influence the success of implementing 
technology-led teaching?

In the short-term, the intention is to raise awareness of 
technology-led learning at two institutions (a Franco-Russian 
university partnership) and to explore the extent to which faculty 
have integrated technology into their teaching. A longer-term 
objective of this enquiry is to investigate networked technology in 
order to develop online resources that can be shared between the 
institutions, tailored to the needs of the international cohort who 
spend a semester at each institution. Guidelines are put forward 
(in Appendices 2) for introducing new technology, supporting 
the view that technology can be used to develop a cutting edge in 
management education [2] based on the notion that technology can 
be used to develop business acumen and thus prepare students for 
work, since an understanding of technology and social media is a 
requirement for modern day businesses [8,9]. To understand the 
complexity of introducing new technology in this specific context, 
it is important to bear in mind the role played by culture and the 
various issues that surround the internationalisation of higher 
education (the genesis of the partnership). Acknowledging the 
work of [10], culture exists at different levels-professional, class 
and regional-“but it is particularly potent at the national level 
because of generations of socialization in the national community” 
[11]. “National cultures differ primarily in the fundamental, 
invisible values held by a majority of their members, acquired in 
early childhood, whereas organizational cultures are a much more 
superficial phenomenon residing mainly in the visible practices of 
the organization, acquired by socialization of the new members 
who join as young adults” [12]. That is, national cultures evolve 
very slowly whereas organizational cultures can be consciously 
changed. The extent to which this notion is applicable to technology 
adoption in a Franco-Russian university partnership is discussed 
later. 

From internationalisation to technology-led learning in 
higher education 

After the fall of the Berlin Wall many international collaborative 
ventures were formed in which Western developed economies 
set out to transfer knowledge to Eastern transition economies 
[13]. In contrast to the business world, there has been more 
reciprocal interdependence and two-way knowledge transfer 
among academics [14]. Developments in ICT have enabled faster 
communication and information flows between institutions, 
enabling greater international collaborative work. ICT have also led 
to the increased use of technology-led learning in higher education 
and this has challenged faculty and their practice [15]. The growing 
number of publications on introducing and using technology-
led learning reflect the importance of the topic ; illustrations 
of successful implementation are plentiful, underscoring the 
justification for technological change. The Leitch Review of Skills 
(2006) describes how online learning can play a key role in the 
drive towards increasing skills levels, based on the belief that online 
learning is an effective way to provide an individualised learning 
experience, while offering opportunities for collaborative learning 
through discussion forums and instant messaging technologies. 

It is agreed that “e-learning also provides a relatively anonymous 
learning environment, so there is less pressure to perform well in 
front of colleagues as might sometimes be the case in classroom-
style training” [16]. The work of Vygotsky (1978) emphasizes how 
learning is acquired through collaboration when the individual is 
placed at the centre of the learning experience, embracing the ethos 
of technology-led learning. The overarching theme in literature is 
that the use of technology in the classroom has a positive impact on 
students’ academic performance.

Digital technology has multiplied the opportunities for 
diversified styles of teaching and learning, interactive media 
enable learners to co-construct knowledge through asynchronous 
discussion boards, chat rooms, web conferencing, online social 
networks, wikis and blogs [17]. Provided that the infrastructure 
is in place and that there are enough resources (especially 
bandwidth), these tools can be used to complement (rather than 
replace) the more traditional methods of teaching. Combining 
online and offline methods can enrich the learning experience when 
tailored to the student learning styles. Richmond and Cumming 
(2005) suggest using Kolb’s theory of learning styles as a basis 
for designing online course instruction [18]. The work of Bandura 
[19] argues that people can learn new information and behaviour 
by observing, imitating and modeling other people either live or 
from video such as those used by the Khan Academy and TED-Ed 
Lessons Worth Sharing. The use of online course materials can 
increase interaction among students, and between the students 
and the teacher - for example through virtual group work, building 
an online community for a module, discussion questions, peer-
reviewed online activities, instructor participation and so on. 
Many institutions offer ‘virtual distance learning’ or e-learning 
which allows teachers and students to interact with each other 
online, either in real-time or asynchronously. Digital technology 
provides the potential for establishing communities of inquiry in 
which elements of social presence, teaching presence and cognitive 
presence interact to create an educational experience. Supporting 
this notion, the work of McCombs and [20] holds that online 
learning can empower students to become more independent 
and to take control of their learning [21]. online technology “has 
moved into the mainstream of higher education and is beginning 
to be recognized as a strategic asset”. Furthermore, the Strategic 
Framework for European Cooperation in Education and Training 
“ET 2020” confirms that politicians have recognised that education 
and training are essential to the development of today’s knowledge 
society and economy. In higher education, the emphasis needs to be 
on providing people with the right blend of high-level skills which 
will enable them to not only to be able to operate the technology, 
but also to be able to recognize and comprehend what it means to 
live in a web-based, networked society [22]. Hiltz, Turoff [23] state 
that the current evolution taking place in educational technology 
and pedagogy will be seen in the future as “revolutionary changes 
in the nature of higher education as a process and as an institution”. 
Tonks [24] reminds us that “while educational technology can 
enrich learning experiences and outcomes, it is not axiomatic that 
such enrichment will follow”.
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For the moment, it is thought that “most students still prefer 
face-to-face contact” [25], although a growing number of studies 
suggest that traditional forms of teaching such as lectures do 
not provide an optimal learning experience for students [26-28]. 
Owing to growing competitive pressure, many institutions of higher 
education have shifted to a more “market-led culture” [29] hence 
the current discourse surrounding the student as a consumer, 
financial sustainability, government regulations and corporate 
responsibility [30]. While institutions have contributed to the 
development of societies in transition, mainly in post- communist 
countries, Brennan [31] point out that the expansion of higher 
education was launched, not “because of a belief in the intrinsic 
good of education [but for] more instrumental purposes to do with 
economic development, social cohesion, national identity and so 
on”. Current literature highlights the notion that higher education 
institutions are under increasing pressure to internationalize in 
order to achieve competitive advantage, and ultimately to improve 
their international ranking. 

ICT play a fundamental role in internationalisation by 
providing opportunities for greater cross-border collaboration 
through pooling ideas and resources, given the current challenges 
of increased competition, higher costs, declining population 
and changing demographics [32] and where the bottom line is 
increasingly important [33,34]. ICT cross languages and cultures, 
providing new opportunities in international education where 
the student cohort is often very culturally and linguistically 
diverse. However, many complex factors influence the adoption of 
technology in teaching, and thus usage and perception vary greatly. 
The world is passing through a technological revolution, but many 
institutions lack useful, reliable information to guide decisions 
on implementing new ICT [35]. Some prefer to do nothing rather 
than embrace technological change. There is a certain reluctance 
to invest in new teaching and learning technology without having 
proof that it works. Many faculty want to carry on using face-to-
face instruction, rejecting innovative pedagogy on the grounds 
of being an impersonal delivery method or overly-automated 
assessment process, plus there are concerns about plagiarism and 
isolation of learners. The tech industry has responded well to such 
criticisms by providing online materials that can be customised, 
incorporating each learner’s progress, detailed tutor feedback and 
tracking ‘attendance’. Despite the reservations, online learning has 
grown rapidly in the last decade, especially in the English-speaking 
world, fuelled by a greater demand for personal development along 
with learning and lifestyle changes within society. But how far does 
this notion apply to non-English-speaking institutions, in this case 
Russia and France? And how does it apply in transition economies–
namely Russia? Although the Internet is an established channel of 
communication worldwide, a vast array of factors that can broadly 
be described as a country’s ‘culture’ or ‘worldview’ continue to 
influence the way ICT are used and perceived, particularly in 
education where the introduction of digital technology moves 
the focus away from pedagogy to acquiring a prescribed set of 
technology skills. Evoking the popular ‘iceberg model’, many 
tangible and intangible factors influence technology acceptance 

and user behaviour, and thus how technology can be integrated into 
teaching. 

In the cultural context of Russia and France, teachers seem to 
‘own’ and deliver knowledge. Consequently, sharing knowledge 
via digital tools is new territory. This can partly be explained by 
national culture (avoiding uncertainty) but also occupational 
culture (knowledge is power). These imperceptible factors draw 
attention to the socio-cultural differences that exist in Russia and 
France which can hinder the implementation of digital technology 
in teaching methods. Furthermore, student reactions to technology-
led learning can differ depending on their prior experience and on 
the distinct communication norms across different cultures [14]. 
It is clear that more research from an international perspective is 
needed to develop ‘best practice’ in the integration and usage of 
technology-led learning in higher education.

The Russian Context 
The challenges facing higher education in Russia are not 

dissimilar from those in other transition economies; there is a need 
to challenge and change what has successfully worked before-and 
this can create opposition and resistance within universities and 
in society at large. Kortunov [36] states that the specific features 
of Russia have always been the imbalance between an excessively 
strong state and a profoundly weak society which continues to 
influence the whole system of higher education in the country. 
There is a lack of a clearly determined national policy on the 
promotion of the Russian system of higher education. The relative 
weakness of market mechanisms in the national economy at large 
and in education especially is another factor [37,38]. 

Higher education institutions in Russia still have to interact with 
state bureaucracies for funding, standards and legitimacy. They are 
financially “struggling for survival” [39]. The state continues to play 
a central role in licensing, accreditation and general oversight, even 
for the emerging private sector in higher education. Within the 
Russian educational community, this dependency is considered a 
burden and many universities strive to achieve greater autonomy 
from state bureaucrats. Given that “the continuity of the old 
political class transformed into an economic elite” [40], the higher 
education system today in Russia can be described as a blend of 
both Soviet and post-Soviet traditions [39]; still very hierarchical 
[41] but with a new orientation towards commercial gain [42], 
though nevertheless elitist [43]. 

Historic events have transformed Russian universities over 
time. One of the more recent changes concerns the Bologna 
process-the harmonization of academic and higher education 
communities across Europe - providing an opportunity for 
international collaboration but also international competition, 
and thus a potential threat to national identity. In the international 
marketplace, the globalization of higher education was inevitable; 
“Russia has to be pro-active, to define its interests, to evaluate the 
attendant risks and costs, and to map out the practical policies” 
[44]. To meet the challenges brought about by globalizing forces, 
Russian universities need to develop new skills and knowledge at 
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every level-personal, professional and development competencies 
[45]. In the 1990s, the regime was reinforced by the transformation 
of the elite from the Soviet era into a powerful agent influencing 
both the pace and direction of change, with a vested interest in the 
preservation of the post-socialist regime [46]. Many ‘institutional 
lock-ins’ were created whereby “the state of one institution is 
influenced by the state of that institution at a preceding time” [47], 
for example, the conflict today between the labour market (the 
need for qualified specialists is not high) and the growing trend to 
study at university (most families in Russia want to send their child 
to university) [48]. There is conflict between the quality of teaching 

and the price paid by parents for their children’s tuition. 

In the Franco-Russian partnership, what scope is there to 
learn from each other in the use of technology for teaching in an 
international context? The work of Batjargal [49] describes Russia 
as a high relationship-oriented culture where an individual defines 
oneself in relation to others and where relationship often matters 
more than rules in decisions. France, on the other hand, is low 
relationship-oriented where individualism prevails and where 
decisions are guided more by institutional rules than relationships 
[50]. Culturally different, each institution has elements of best 
practice, knowledge and experience to share (Table 1).
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Table 1: Summary of key interview data.

Frequently recurring themes discussed by 
participants

Specifically discussed in the Russian 
institution

Specifically discussed in the French 
institution

The motivation for introducing technology 
for learning came from teachers themselves 

who developed skills that they passed onto the 
students 

Personal interest, scientific interest; personal 
enjoyment, professional responsibility; NB. 3 

participants used the school platform, Moodle; 
the rest used other online technologies

The need to: use interactive technology; prepare 
students for online world of work, cater for 
globally-dispersed students (and faculty); 

communicate with students before class starts; 
reinforce skills with free online tools NB. Only 

one person used the school platform, Spiral; the 
rest chose sites & services

Date first tried technology for teaching 2003, 2009, 2004, 2001, 2010 (average = 2005) 2008 2005 2010 2006 2004 2010 (average = 
2007)

Initial feelings of the staff and students using 
new technology

Staff were wary; no motivation (technology 
was perceived as ‘a burden’), sceptical, needing 
enforcement, additional payment to use it; no 

special emotion – just have to use it. 
Only one person was curious and optimistic, 

one person found it ‘comfortable’; students are 
happy to do tests online – it is easy to get better 

mark

Staff were worried but generally optimistic & 
positive; students were enthusiastic & curious 
(both mentioned suspicion about surveillance)

Current teaching experience (best practise)

If people use the platform, it is mostly for online 
testing. 

Other technologies - interdisciplinary tests, 
doing computer conferences, communicating 
with students by e-mail; online tests, posting 
manuals and tasks; using e-books; checking 

attendance, posting news

Posting class materials on the e-campus or 
on Dropbox (articles and video) to initiate 

interaction and dialogue; wikis, blogs, 
podcasting; faster communication and flexible 

feedback for students

Limitations of using the technology 

Time consuming to update materials, difficult 
to use, no extra payment for all the additional 

work; no desire to share knowledge (especially 
slides, unpublished texts). Students are not 

used to studying independently; almost nobody 
wants to learn; most students never visit the 

e-platform. Technical issues persist.

Time consuming to keep resources up-to-
date, concerns about compatibility of next 

technological (risk of losing online materials), 
technical problems with Wi-Fi, students did not 

like Spiral (not user-friendly) 

Incompatibility with traditional pedagogy 

Not compatible with current teaching processes: 
students have to be in class, otherwise they get 
very poor feedback; teachers are not prepared 

to use the platform, most of them require 
additional knowledge, trainings, seminars; 
technology does not allow to solve creative 

problems. Using technology is not compatible 
with the desire of teachers to give oral lessons 
– to see students and speak to them; using the 

screen too much causes headache and damages 
eyes

Preference for administering formal exams 
offline (although online tests proved a success), 

low level of trust in e-learning

The French Exception
A study by [51] Recherche (Ministry of State Education, Higher 

Education and Research)- found that many French higher education 
institutions currently lack the pedagogical approach and requisite 

skills for using a technology-enhanced learning. The problem 
concerns motivation as much as management [52]. Faculty need 
to be trained in social constructivist teaching methods, in order to 
appreciate the benefits of using such an approach-in preference 
to the habitual teaching style in France based on an authoritative 
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relationship where the teacher dispenses knowledge to the 
students [53] and using thing the traditional face-to-face teaching 
model [54]. 

The French education system remains extremely discriminatory; 
a handful of prestigious institutions educate the elite, to the 
exclusion of the lower echelons of society who desperately lack 
resources to compete [55]. The system is not geared up to an open 
learning approach based on sharing knowledge and experience. 
Teaching and learning is highly classroom-based [56] and one 
very long-standing feature of French society is intellect. Where 
America lays emphasis on money, Great Britain blood, France chose 
the concept of cleverness [57]. This is clearly illustrated in the 
education system where its role is seen to be to transmit knowledge 
and to train intellects rather than develop the full individual [56]. 
Changing the institutional culture seems to be relatively slow in the 
French cultural context; educational reforms are regularly met with 
unbending resistance. To prepare for change, a national debate was 
held in 2006 to discuss the future of higher education in France; 
technology-led education was not on the agenda. Seven years later, 
professional bodies such as INRP - Institutes national de recherche 
pedagogue (French institute of teaching research)-now advocate 
the integration of social media in the curriculum. But many argue 
that this move is not sufficient to stop French students enrolling 
at foreign institutions that have fully integrated technology-led 
learning. Today’s students want to live, work and study online [58].

At the time of writing, the French institution in this study has 
integrated two pieces of software; firstly, an e-campus open-source 
platform which is used primarily for posting information and course 
documents as it offers few collaborative tools; and secondly, Spiral, 
an e-learning platform developed by a local university which offers 
a significant range of useful collaborative tools but whose existence 
seems to be ignored by the majority of teaching staff. Discussions 
are currently underway to plan the introduction of ‘innovative 
pedagogy’ for post-graduate students by developing an approach 
based on ‘flipping the classroom’–in other words, a teaching model 
that delivers instruction outside the classroom, for example at 
home, through interactive, teacher-created videos. Moving lectures 
outside of the classroom allows teachers to spend more one-to-one 
time with each student, both face-to-face and virtually. Students 
have the opportunity to ask questions and work through problems 
with the guidance of their teachers and the support of peers, thus 
creating a collaborative learning environment. In the case of the 
French institution, the idea is to implement technology-led learning 
with the post-graduate students, then use feedback to develop an 
approach adapted for undergraduate students.

Comparing the pedagogical approaches used in the Russian 
and the French institutions, it is fair to say that many teachers are 
unaccustomed to using technology for teaching; this is equally true 
for teachers and students. However, both institutions have started to 
recognize the importance of using modern technology in teaching, 
not only as an academic resource but as a competitive advantage 
too. In order to raise awareness of technology-led learning at 
each institution - and ultimately to develop online resources 
that can be shared between them-it is constructive to audit the 

technology skills of the teaching staff, prior to providing technical 
training to bridge the skills gap. The introduction of technology-led 
learning will oblige faculty to relinquish some of their control in 
the teaching process in order to allow for student empowerment 
and the creation of learning communities. This aspect is likely to 
bring about a change in the existing culture within the institution 
and, all being well, a willingness to learn new skills to develop 
innovative methods of learning. Introducing technological change 
takes time to set up and deliver; it represents a considerable cost 
to the institution in terms of allocating resources. Both institutions 
share many similarities; they offer international business programs 
delivered in English, and have comparable student numbers, gender, 
ethnicity and age - hence the creation of the partnership. However, 
neither institution currently has a ‘technology plan’ outlining 
how to integrate digital technology into traditional learning. 
Based on the matrix put forward by [59], both institutions can be 
described as representing the traditional classroom, thus efforts 
aimed at incorporating technology into teaching need to focus 
on introducing collaborative learning, in-class demonstrations, 
encouraging practical experience (especially with simulations), 
the use of software applications, plus access to course materials 
online. This enquiry does not set out to obtain, directly, insight into 
why technology-led learning has not been more widely adopted by 
either institution. However, by researching the challenges faced by 
the early adopters of technology, it is anticipated that the findings 
from this study might indirectly provide information to shed light 
on this crucial question.

Methodology 
The methodology is structured in three phases. In the first phase, 

documentary sources are used to explore the higher education 
environment, technological considerations from a cross-cultural 
perspective, specific national contexts and so on. In the second 
phase, direct observations are undertaken during site visits in order 
to collect information about the culture of the Russian institution 
and the French institution, and their capacity to use technology-led 
learning. The authors compiled notes which were then compared 
so that information could be gathered and presented. In some 
cases the information gathered provided a general picture of the 
institutions that would complement data retrieved in the second 
phase and, in other cases, to enhance data obtained. In the third and 
final phase, face-to-face interviews are conducted between January 
and March 2013 with teachers in each institution. The institutional 
illustrations were not produced with the intention of generalizing 
across different national contexts; they provide a modest snapshot 
at a moment in time of the extent to which different institutions 
have integrated technology-enhanced learning. 

The sample was selected through institutional networking. As 
the studies of Milroy and Milroy [60] have shown, people respond 
more positively and in a natural manner when they are part of a 
social or professional network. Further to this, the work [61-
65] strongly suggests that an auto ethnographic focus, including 
participant observation, supports a conjoint approach which 
increases critical depth and reflection in qualitative research. Using 
a similar approach and for reasons similar to case, a very limited 
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but expert population to sample from, a modified Delphi technique 
was used to develop the semi structured interview topics. For these 
reasons, the sample was composed of teachers from each institution 
who are responsible for delivering the international business 
programme to a cohort of circa 100 students. Teachers were invited 
by email in December 2012 to participate in the investigation and 
share their experience of using technology for teaching. In total, 21 
individuals aged between 25 and 73 years old came forward to be 
interviewed; 5 male and 5 female in France, 4 male and 7 female in 
Russia. 

Although total anonymity was guaranteed, over two-thirds of 
faculty involved in the delivery of the international programme 
declined to participate. Recruiting interviewees was equally difficult 
in Russia and France; partly because faculty lack time or interest 
to discuss such issues, partly because faculty lack skills to use the 
technology, or so it seemed. Others refused adamantly to comment 
on why they preferred not to be interviewed; some implied that 
they were concerned about repercussions from management. 
These behavioural traits are also noted in the observations of Lewis 
[66-70] who finds similarities between Russia and France in their 
traits of caution, reticence and unwillingness to compromise; both 
countries “think big and consider they have an important role to 
play” (p. 233). Given the exploratory nature of the study and the 
sample size, face-to-face open-ended interviews were chosen 
to investigate the use of technology for teaching. This technique 
provides ample opportunity to collect information on underlying 
ideas, prejudices and attitudes without needing to [71-76]. Five 
broad questions were designed to gather qualitative information 
about people’s online activities. It was anticipated that each 
interview should take 45-60 minutes to administer, allowing 
teachers sufficient time to express themselves freely. The questions 
were asked by the authors in the native language of the country in 
order to encourage ease of expression, focusing on the following 
specific details: motivation for integrating technology into teaching, 
initial feelings of using the technology, current use, positive and 
negative aspects, and any aspects that the respondent would prefer 
NOT to perform using the technology. 

The responses given in the interviews were transcribed then 
coded according to the various words, phrases and sentences 
used by the participants to describe their experience of using 
technology for teaching. Acknowledging the work of Basic [77,78] 
which emphasizes the intuitive dimension of qualitative research, 
the initial analysis of the data was undertaken by the researchers-
instead of electronically-in order to gain a deeper understanding 
of the situation and to continually refine interpretations. The data 
were then entered into Sphinx Lexica to check for any further 
interpretations. Following the analysis of the interview data, a 
forum was organised to take place in June 2013 in order to present 
the results of the investigation and to give the respondents in each 
location (Russia and France) an opportunity to comment on the 
findings. The forum was attended by respondents and some of 
their colleagues (n=36 in Russia and n=35 in France) who had not 
participated in the original interview but who were directly and 
indirectly involved with implementing innovative pedagogy. The 

purpose of including this phase of data collection was to further 
enhance the methodological approaches of [79-83]-and thus 
provide a more accurate and timely insight into engaging in digital 
technology.

Findings 
It is acknowledged that the results of the enquiry are insufficient 

for generalizing; however they provide an insight into the various 
challenges faced by faculty who engage in technology-led learning. 
There is no ‘quick fix’ solution, as the findings will demonstrate. 
What distinguishes this case from others is the observation that 
the integration of new technology seems to be hindered by not 
only culture (national and organisational) but also by a vast array 
of complex factors including the awareness and perception of 
innovation, media ‘spin’, lack of confidence, legacy systems, timing 
and the need for staff to be steered by senior management. Overall, 
it seems that there is little knowledge or willingness to learn about 
using technology-led learning. In this predominantly conservative 
setting, incremental change may not be the answer for integrating 
technology-led learning; a brutal break with the past-a ‘revolution’ 
of sorts-may be the only viable solution to jumpstart technology-led 
learning through innovative pedagogy. Initial observations in each 
institution reveal commonalities concerning the faculty, students 
and attitudes to technology in general. Both the Russian and the 
French institutions seem to be struggling with the same issues 
regarding implementing new technology. For example managers, 
support staff and teachers are having trouble dealing with the 
(lack of) user-friendliness of the institution’s platform which 
is perceived as very cumbersome to navigate and manoeuvre, 
prompting teachers to explore alternatives for communicating 
with students online such as social networks. Attitudes towards 
using the institution’s platform are far from homogenous. In the 
Russian institution, it was observed that Moodle is used by some 
teachers for posting materials but perceived as an optional facility. 
Faculty mostly deliver oral lectures and some teachers now use 
PowerPoint. Students have to attend lectures. The requirement to 
be present in class conjures up a surreal image: while the lecturer 
speaks and writes on the board, the students are physically present 
but mentally engaged with their I-phones and laptops, giving the 
impression that they have disconnected from the class in favour of 
their virtual world. Similarly, student attendance is also mandatory 
in the French institution; classes are mostly taught using PowerPoint 
and the slides are usually (but not always) posted on the e-campus. 
There is a certain reticence surrounding the volume of academic 
materials that faculty are prepared to share on the e-campus. A 
revised version of the platform Spiral was launched in September 
2012 but remains largely unknown and unused by the majority. 
Students still request information by email in preference to any 
other mode of communication. Laptops are generally not allowed 
in class but many teachers tolerate them rather than challenge 
the students. These observations call into question the degree to 
which technology-led learning should and could be introduced. 
The experience with Spiral provides little incentive for further 
investment in new technology.
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Several dominant themes emerged in discussions with 
participants; key successes, greatest challenges, teacher learning 
(i.e. skills, knowledge, resources, how teachers used new 
technology to change classroom practice), benefits for students, 
and areas that need strengthening. These themes were common 
across both locations. Comments raised by participants show 
strong signs that the adoption of technology-enhanced learning 
is not universally embedded; for example “younger teachers took 
effort and learned to use it, 15-20% of teachers, they like it. Most 
people in the department don’t use: too time consuming, a lot of 
additional work; suspicious about control - it’s easy to see how often 
the teacher visits the platform-it’s ‘like prison’. Nobody is doing 
online-learning” (53 year old female tutor in Russia), and “I was 
pushing materials - articles, videos, slides - towards the students, 
trying to initiate a dialogue. The platform’s features matched my 
expectations; however, students’ involvement did not” (46 year old 
male tutor in France). 

The responses given in the interviews support the data 
retrieved from direct observations that despite the availability of 
Moodle (Russia) and Spiral (France), less than 5% of faculty have 
adopted the platform for teaching. In other words, the introduction 
of a platform did not trigger a spontaneous uptake. Respondents 
spoke of low attendance at the training sessions. It seems that 
instead of the platform, faculty have opted for using various popular 
online sites and tools to communicate interactively with students. 
Moreover, the minority of respondents who currently make use of 
technology for teaching claim to be self-taught, suggesting that the 
use of technology can be described in terms of a personal objective 
rather than an institutional objective. It can be deduced that lack 
of interest and lack of technical skills may explain the low uptake 
of the institutional platform. The need to modernize teaching 
methods is uppermost in many responses, “organizations are more 
advanced, already using online workflows and we need to teach 
such skills to our students. All the graduate schools are initiating 
online learning programs and we have to compete” (51-year-old 
male tutor in France) and “make material more easily upgradable, 
make communication and control easier. It’s just more modern and 
fancier. They use it abroad” (27 year old female tutor in Russia). 
Paradoxically, participants made no connection between adopting 
technology and modernizing learning. This is one of the key findings 
of the investigation. A second observation was that faculty in the 
French institution share a common ‘positive’ approach to using 
technology-particularly social media-for teaching, underscoring 
the advantages of greater flows of information and communication. 

Participants reported a broadly successful experience of 
interacting with students, once the initial technical problems were 
resolved, “The resources present information in a novel way; the 
students perceived the tutor as trying to be ‘modern’ in the teaching 
approach! Much more information (and updated information) can 
be accessed using online resources” (33 year old female tutor in 
France) and “Students were very enthusiastic; they really really 
liked it because they had no idea that podcasts could be used for 
practising these skills … very few knew JING. None used MAILVU. 
In the end the students decided that they would use these tools 

for other purposes” (54 year old female tutor in France). However, 
in the Russian institution the responses were less ecstatic about 
integrating new technology, describing it as “hardly combinable 
with our education process” (70 year old male tutor in Russia) and 
“require additional knowledge, trainings, seminars; teachers are 
afraid of additional work for the same salary, actually very small” 
(73 year old male tutor in Russia). It seems that the adoption of 
technology is neither influenced by gender nor culture; however 
there are strong signs that there is a generational issue in Russia. 

Other comments suggest that younger staff are less conservative, 
such as “I am optimistic. But I have to do it anyway. 50% of staff use 
now. I post texts online which are already published to keep IP safe” 
(25 year old female tutor in Russia) and “The staff feel that new 
technology would be another burden. Younger teachers started 
immediately using it, sometimes without any sense, just to show 
how modern they are” (25-year-old female tutor in Russia). These 
responses illustrate the latent discontent that the platform in the 
Russian institution is available only for faculty under the age of 45; 
it is the unwritten assumption by management that older faculty 
are expected to retire around 55-60 years old and are therefore 
unable to provide a sufficient return on investment. Moreover, older 
staff are much less likely to use new technology in the classroom, 
compared with younger staff who are familiar with modern ICT. 

The final observation was that participants recognized the 
time-saving aspects of interactive technology but raised concerns 
about three ongoing issues; ‘setting the tone’ for the correct use 
of the technology, the infrastructure that needs to be in place for 
faculty to adopt technology for teaching, plus the need to continue 
teaching basic skills - reading, writing, communication and 
analysis. The following comments illustrate their concerns “it is 
more workload than in the past. I really face resistance to change 
from students. I hope that the new version of Spiral will be more 
attractive for students” (51 year old male tutor in France) and 
“Skeptical – if Moodle is intensively used, the students will stop 
attending classes which will lead to lower quality of education” 
(39 year old female tutor in Russia). Participants voiced concerns 
that students need to be able to use the technology intelligently and 
critically in order to succeed in today’s workplace. The technology 
is not to be considered as a finite entity; it needs to be integrated 
into the specific culture of each institution. When discussing the 
limitations of using technology for teaching, various comments 
were put forward by participants to describe the frustration caused 
by technical problems: “with each new innovation, the chance of 
things going wrong multiplies” (41 year old female tutor in France) 
and “difficult to use, too much effort” (55 year old female tutor in 
Russia). The tutor is often left to resolve time-consuming issues 
such as computer access, log-on, broadband problems, forgotten 
passwords and so on. Another issue is that students are not as 
techno literate as they would like to appear. There is the risk of 
overestimating their ability and resources. 

These comments highlight some of the obstacles and concerns 
experienced by faculty. In the cultural context of French higher 
education, there is the factor of uncertainty avoidance to be taken 
into consideration too. Culturally, there is a low tolerance to risk-
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taking; any uncertainty is avoided. This reticence is also present 
in Russia but to a lesser extent. By far the biggest hurdle will be 
to transform the pedagogical culture and then build trust in a new 
learning approach. Students need to learn how to take responsibility 
for learning and sharing information among peers. Teachers need 
to relinquish direct control in order to build learning communities. 
New technology in education calls for a new philosophy of teaching; 
it represents a different way of thinking for many teachers in Russia 
and France.

In the analysis of the interview data, no specific words or 
phrases were frequently repeated but the general impression is 
that the perception of technology-led teaching is very individual, 
and often influenced by past experience of ICT and awareness 
of new technology in education. The summary of key interview 
data (in Appendices 1) reflects the complexity of implementing 
new technology in education, creating challenges at different 
levels across the institution. More research is needed, particularly 
research with a wider population involving student comments. 
What can be said so far is that faculty need to be convinced of the 
benefits of using digital technology for teaching; they are unlikely to 
adopt technology in response to a trend, however global the trend 
may be. Both faculty and students will only adopt new tools if they 
perceive them as being useful and meaningful for the task at hand.

One of the most striking observations is the fact that respondents 
in France preferred to invest time in developing resources using 
social media, blogs and wikis - rather than adopting the school 
platform Spiral which was described as being ‘cumbersome’ and 
‘not ergonomic’ by certain respondents. These findings suggest 
that there is a willingness to try new technology that has been tried 
and tested-such as social media-in preference for the technology 
that has been installed. However, in Russia, the most surprising 
observation was the attitude expressed by respondents that if 
additional money was offered for implementing the platform into 
teaching, then every teacher would use it, despite the fact that most 
people think it is not compatible with traditional pedagogy and the 
calibre of current students enrolled. Above all, it is highly unlikely 
that a teacher would ever post un-published or updated materials 
onto the platform for fear of plagiarism, irrespective of attractive 
incentives such as additional payment. During the interviews, 
several participants in each institution used this opportunity 
to discuss the wider pedagogical issues of using technology for 
teaching. Topics mentioned included; should teachers deliver what 
they think today’s students expect-interacting through social media 
- or should students be trained in the basic skills that they seem 
to no longer master, such as listening to a person, understanding 
human interaction, focusing attention and gathering information 
they hear (not only read), being able to speak and discuss face-to-
face, etc.? How can teachers design curricular to deliver the right 
balance of basic and technical skills in order to produce active 
citizenship and employable graduates? While this enquiry did not 
set out to provide solutions to such issues, these questions reflect 
mounting concerns about contemporary learning styles. These 
attitudes reflect common concerns felt by faculty at both institutions 
regarding the impact of technological change in education. A 
number of factors need to be in place to facilitate the adoption of 

technology-namely adequate training, sufficient technical support, 
and remuneration for developing new materials. Technology can 
certainly enhance learning and provoke homogeneity in teaching 
practices by reducing some of the cultural differences and language 
barriers, but much work needs to be done to change attitudes, 
pedagogical approach, management thinking-before technology 
can be used to develop resources that can be shared across an 
international partnership. 

These views are substantiated by research undertaken in 
Anglo-Saxon institutions; the work of [84-87] investigating online 
learning communities in Open University, UK, found that the key 
challenges to introducing new technology in education can be 
“summarised under the following headings: costs; intellectual 
property rights; custom and practice; and preconceptions and 
perceptions”. [88,89] comment on the “need to integrate the online 
aspects of the curriculum with the face-to-face elements”, pointing 
out that “given the preponderance of generic US based simulations 
in the Australian market, this is a very significant issue”. comment 
on the dynamic nature of today’s learning communities, “blended 
learning method continuously changes the ways of learning method 
and technological infrastructure”-change on this scale requires 
a somewhat flexible culture. The impact of culture (national and 
corporate) plays a major role in international higher education, 
thus highlighting the need to develop a strategy for the adoption 
of technology-led learning at a local level for each institution. It is 
necessary to acknowledge the various barriers (and others issues 
raised) prior to being able to fully engage in digital technology for 
learning.

The results of the investigation were presented at a forum held 
in each institution in June 2013. The aim was to solicit qualitative 
feedback, and also to see if there was any change in attitude 
towards technology sine the interviews. The general feeling in 
both locations was that the use of technology in higher education 
should not undermine or be detrimental to the acquisition of 
basic skills, in particular reading, writing, communication and 
analysis. Technology needs to be kept in perspective, as a tool to 
enhance learning. Teachers felt that the role of the institution is to 
deliver more than mere academic facts; students need to develop 
their interpersonal skills. For this reason, teachers need to make 
every effort to ensure that students are able to use the technology 
intelligently and critically in order to succeed in today’s online, 
global workplace. Teachers maintain that technology is not to be 
considered as a finite entity; it needs to be carefully integrated 
into the culture of the institution in order to not lose sight of the 
basic fundamentals of higher education. Respondents reiterated 
the importance of providing teachers with sufficient training to 
use the technology reflectively and to be able to pass those skills 
on the students. One of the problems in higher education today 
seems to be that many staff belong to the generation of so-called 
Digital Immigrants - struggling to incorporate new technologies 
into their own workplace and therefore not in a position to be able 
to offer students what they need in terms of reflective digital know-
how. Discussing the limitations of using technology, one teacher 
(who wishes to remain anonymous) put forward that “everything 
is possible online but it is fast becoming a question of ‘the more 
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facilities added, the more the likelihood of things going wrong’. 
With the best will in the world, problems cannot be anticipated. 
In a student group, there’s always a problem to solve ... PC access, 
logging-on, broadband issue, forgotten passwords and so on. 

The tutor becomes the focal point for all student questions 
(academic or technical)...this is one of the biggest drawbacks for 
e-learning. Plus, this year we didn’t have enough online students 
to offer the e-learning course at all. Fixing the technical problems 
is very time-consuming even when there is a dedicated team for 
technical support because the students turn to the tutor first, only 
contacting IT support staff when the tutor cannot solve the problem. 
The online course has to be planned and delivered at the speed of 
the lowest-common denominator (many students are not as techno 
literate as they would like to appear), to reduce the risk of them 
getting left behind.” The above mentioned points have been taken 
into consideration when drawing up a list of recommendations. 

Conclusion and Implications
The investigation gathered data from a Russian institution and 

a French institution to explore how technology is used in teaching 
within an international higher education partnership; the findings 
reflect not only the impact of culture on technology awareness 
and technology acceptance, but also the barriers generated by 
management style and historic factors. There was no apparent 
change in attitude to technology-led learning when a forum was 
conducted after the interviews were administered. It is clear 
that technology is not being used to its full potential in learning 
communities. Although modern technology provides scope for 
truly collaborative work (notably academic research and co-
creating teaching materials), it seems that teachers and students 
are underutilising the resources available, suggesting that there is a 
lack of awareness, lack of knowledge, lack of incentive to learn and/ 
or lack of willingness to adopt new technology.

Given the responses gathered in the interviews and from the 
forum, it is clear that ‘one size does not fit all’, judging from the range 
of technological tools cited in the interviews. The findings point 
to a number of issues that need to be considered prior to raising 
awareness of technology-led learning and for encouraging people 
to use it. In particular, the two most frequently cited issues seem to 
be ‘building trust’ and ‘acquiring technical skills’, but also ‘financial 
incentives’ to implement new teaching methods and ensuring ‘data 
protection’. Respondents took the time to voice their concerns about 
the security of information online, particularly information that has 
not yet been published and could theoretically be plagiarized by 
another colleague. Faculty need to feel reassured that the materials 
they place online will be safe, inferring that greater trust needs 
to be established. The spirit of ‘sharing knowledge is power’ is 
perhaps not as widespread as technology enthusiasts would like 
us to believe. The fact that such as small proportion of teachers 
claim to use the school platform (Moodle and Spiral) indicates 
that there are further barriers to using this type of technology. 
These barriers include the effort required to master a new way of 
delivering academic information plus the sheer volume of work 
required to convert current teaching materials into the correct 

format to use on the platform, not forgetting the opportunity cost 
- in other words the time spent learning new skills and developing 
compatible materials means that other areas of academic work are 
being neglected. For this reason, several teachers have avoided the 
challenge of learning how to use the pedagogical platform provided 
by the institution - in favour of exploiting popular, user-friendly 
technology such as Jing, MailVu, Scribd and Dropbox. Various other 
reasons were given for the slow uptake of technology including the 
need for round-the-clock technical support, additional training in 
technical skills and financial recognition for adopting new tools. 
These responses underscore the huge investment that is required 
to bring about change in the teaching culture; not merely a change 
in methodology but also a change in mentality. Change on this scale 
is highly complex and influenced by many peripheral factors; for 
example, it is likely that level of education and teaching experience 
can account for the slow adoption of technology or in some cases, 
the non-adoption of technology. Installing new technology is not 
enough to make people want to try it. Even when the technology 
is freely available, faculty need to be nurtured into testing out new 
methods of teaching. 

Bearing in mind the original intention of this enquiry which 
was to explore the extent of technology-led teaching in Russia 
and France (in order to raise awareness), the results show strong 
signs that efforts need to be concentrated in three areas: firstly, 
developing a positive attitude towards using new technology; 
secondly, reassuring users of data protection; lastly, building trust 
between users. To raise awareness of technology-led learning, 
these efforts need to be both top-down (commitment form senior 
managers) and bottom-up (incorporating ideas from users: faculty 
and students). Acquiring a positive experience of using new 
technology is vital for the effective dissemination of good practice 
amongst faculty at both the Russian institution and the French 
institution. 

More research however is needed to understand the evolution 
of technology usage in international education. Continuing this 
enquiry, the next step is to investigate faculty who have chosen not 
to use the technology, looking at factors that hinder technology 
adoption in order to put forward a strategy to raise awareness; then 
to explore student experiences of technology-led learning. In the 
forum, respondents confirmed that many students still want to be 
taught face-to-face using traditional teaching methods, even though 
(paradoxically) they are heavy Internet users. Students enjoy using 
interactive tools for sharing information with others and they 
expect Internet access on campus 24/7-but given the choice, many 
students appear to prefer more traditional methods to 100% online 
learning. We acknowledge the progress and enormous efforts that 
have been made in different institutions over the past decade to 
implement technology-led learning. Taken against the theoretical 
background, we conclude that a different approach is needed at 
each institution to reflect the local context.

Appendices 1: Good practice guidelines for implementing 
technology-led learning

Given the cultural context of the investigation, the following 
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recommendations have been drawn up to reduce the disruption 
that could be caused by introducing new technology.

Strategy: The first step is to define a precise idea of what 
constitutes technology-led learning; for students, teachers and 
support staff. People need to know what the technology can do and 
how it can help them. Senior management needs to acknowledge 
that online learning is not a cost-cutting initiative and more 
importantly that it is a two-way medium, necessitating interactivity 
from all users. A successful and sustainable initiative requires 
committed resources; financial investment in time, technology, 
staff development and student support. Users (and stakeholders) 
need to be informed of the introduction of technology by official 
communication channels (posters, email, internal events to 
demonstrate the benefits of the new software, etc.). The message 
must be clear, coherent and consistent to all users; therefore several 
different pitches of the same message will be necessary. 

Online tools: The institutions need to set up a VLE (a virtual 
learning environment) that is simple and easy to navigate. The 
learning platform should offer a wide selection of web 2.0 tools 
to enhance the learning experience for students (some of whom 
may have had very little exposure to ICT) and to prepare them 
for today’s information society. Management need to understand 
the cost involved; installation, training, support, etc.-and perhaps 
obtain a trial version to install and test before buying. The 
provision of multilingual content needs to be taken into account for 
international students. It is equally vital to implement a single VLE 
where students can find all the information they need and where 
they can communicate and collaborate with the course material 
and other students.

Technical support: For a successful transition, school 
management must ensure that the institution’s infrastructure can 
cope with widespread adoption and use of online learning. This 
mandates adequate technical support (ideally 24/7) as well as a 
designated ‘trouble shooter’ on site to manage the whole operation. 

Pedagogy: It is important for management (and teachers) to 
recognize that online teaching does not equate to replicating offline 
materials online. It would be constructive to provide examples 
of institutions throughout the world that are currently using 
technology-led teaching methods. From a communication point 
of view, the institution will need to develop a handbook (code of 
conduct, standards and principles) for staff to follow in order to 
ensure quality and consistency in their innovative pedagogy.

Staff development (Sd): The implementation of technology 
in learning mandates a robust SD program to enable staff to be 
able to deliver the type of quality online learning that can enhance 
the student learning experience. Management need to take into 
account the current level of digital literacy among its staff and then 
develop training accordingly. They also need to make sure that 
their SD program prepares staff in both the technology and the 
methodology of online learning - and that it does so in a way that is 
the most beneficial to staff. For this stage to be possible it would be 
constructive to begin by training the opinion leaders, change agents 
and technology enthusiasts - in the hope that they will encourage 

others to adopt. Realistically, it would be wise to start small and 
develop the program over time, addressing ‘snagging’ and other 
issues as they arise. Finally, the users (support staff and teachers) 
need to have a clear understanding of the institution’s goals 
concerning technology-led learning, and of their own individual 
responsibility vis-à-vis the new technology, in other words, what 
the institution expects of them and how they will deliver. 

Compensation: School management must accept the constraints 
of implementing new technology for learning, in terms of time, 
money and effort. SD is one issue; student support is another. This 
is an important point because the success of the learning platform 
depends on a complete understanding and adoption of the new 
technology by all users. Some universities charge more for their 
online classes to cover the costs of providing the necessary student 
support. With this in mind, the institution has to be prepared to 
offer some sort of compensation to the staff involved in technology-
led learning. This can take the form of lessening their teaching 
load or administrative role - to allocate time for developing new 
resources. Financial incentives or career advancement can also be 
offered. Avoiding reward and recognition could damage the success 
of implementing technology-led learning.

Consequences: If an institution postpones the technology-
led initiative then it runs the risk of losing students to institutions 
that have already made the transition. Students are increasingly 
looking for institutions that offer well-developed technology-
enhanced education programmes that will prepare them for 
careers in today’s information society. Given the comparatively 
slow adoption of online education in Russia and France, the time is 
right to take the initiative and become an early adopter. Moreover, 
the technology could play a major role in the modernisation and 
internationalisation of the institution, attracting teachers and 
students from across the globe. It could also attract new strategic 
partners to strengthen the network of businesses who work with 
both institutions on a number of projects.
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